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DRAFT PAPER PRESENTED AT A CONFERENCE.
DR. MARTIN PAUL EVE UNIVERSITY OF LINCOLN
"Too many goddamn echoes": Historicizing the Iraq War in Don DeLillo's Point Omega
The novels of Don DeLillo are, in multiple senses, exemplary of a formal movement from postmodern play, through to quasi-encyclopaedicism to a contracted minimalism over the course of his career.
[SLIDE] From his clear Pynchon-influence phase in Ratner's Star, we move to Libra and Underworld's grand explorations of history, film and American culture. Around the millennial break, though, DeLillo's fiction contracts. Although it is initially Cosmopolis that reads as the work of a man in shock at 9/11's symbolic emasculation of an era, it is actually in the stark reductions of
The Body Artist, Falling Man and Point Omega that the true shift is to be found. While it might be tempting then, given the way in which the two latter novels are focused on 9/11 and the Iraq War respectively, to posit a historicist, quasi-biographical parallel between theme and this stylistic contraction, this poses a problem; The Body Artist was written before the events of 9/11. In this paper I want to think through some of the ways in which this counter-historicist stance yields resonances with DeLillo's works that cannot be understood as specifically about the Iraq War but that nonetheless seem to structurally presage it. This is of interest not least because DeLillo explicitly links his later works back to pre-Iraq works, [SLIDE] thus evading the inevitable critiques that might be levelled at a solely critic-driven a-historical methodology. Indeed, Peter
Boxall has already framed the way in which prophetic coincidences in DeLillo's work, such as the front cover of Underworld featuring an image of the World Trade Center partially obscured by the silhouette of a church, should be not be read as important for the specific details that are later validated, but for its understanding on a historiographic level: "it gains some kind of access to the 2/10 hidden underlying forces that continue to produce history". Art, where he has come to view Douglas Gordon's installation Twenty-Four Hour Psycho. This film is, as its name suggests, a version of Alfred Hitchcock's classic horror film stretched to run over a day-long period. This episode is, however, "merely" an enigmatic frame to the main action of the novel, which concerns the visit of a film-maker to Iraq War strategist Richard Elster whose daughter, Jessie, then disappears without a trace, although it is probable that Jessie's disappearance is linked to her meeting with the unknown viewer of the Gordon installation. While this thematic material on Iraq might give the impression that Point Omega is to be read as a highly politicised, While, therefore, DeLillo may claim that "the novel itself is not at all political", this is 3/10 disingenuous. 4 The novel may not be condemnatory in its tone or theme regarding those responsible for the Iraq War, but the cyclical nature of this Gibbon-inflected, intra-US imperial decline interpretation has, I contend, implications for how we read DeLillo on Iraq and on terrorism in Point Omega and across his ouevre.
[SLIDE] In many ways, Point Omega is a structural re-enactment, at a microscopic, compressed level, of DeLillo's entire canon and the various classificatory phases through which it passes and I want to voice some remarks on aesthetic form and periodization, although I appreciate some of you may find this latter classifying impulse tiresome, that are integral to a reading of Iraq in DeLillo's works. With echoes of Beckett's Ghost Trio's "door imperceptibly ajar", the prose in this novel has, as Cowart puts it, a style indebted to a "modernist aesthetic that married a high standard of economy to new representational challenges", 5 which can be seen in its rhythm and tone from the off: "There was a man standing against the north wall, barely visible. People entered in twos and threes and they stood in the dark and looked at the screen and then they left" 6 or shortly after, "The guard was here to be unseen". 7 At the same time, DeLillo deliberately evokes postmodern metafiction in a looped repeat of his earlier novels, but particularly Ratner's Star. This is achieved both through direct metafictional statements about the slender Point Omega -"The less there was to see, the harder he looked, the more he saw" 8 -and in the allusions to the ultra-slow film epochs of rocks in Thomas Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow where "We're talking frames per century", 9 thereby mirroring Richard Elster's experience of Twenty Four Hour Psycho: "He told me it was like watching the universe die over a period of about seven billion years". Moving beyond stylistic aesthetics, though, the novel also cycles back, importantly, towards a postmodern indeterminacy; the reader is never given enough evidence to uncover what has happened to Jessie or what has caused her disappearance, only strongly suggestive clues and forking paths. DeLillo does also, however, embed significant allusions to his own earlier works in the text. This includes reference to the more recent short story, "Baader-Meinhof," with its disturbing implied sexual violence, an aspect that features as another sub-text in Point Omega, as it does in the case of any contemporary abduction, but especially so here when the unknown gallery character "imagined turning and pinning her to the wall". 14 More significantly for the topic at hand, however, the Iraq War, they key line that stands out for me is [SLIDE] "that the country needed this, we needed it in our desperation, our dwindling, needed something, anything, whatever we could get, rendition, yes, and then invasion". 6/10 clause specifying that terrorism can only be perpetrated by "subnational or clandestine agents". As with the post-World War II International Military Tribunal (IMT) in Nuremberg, in which the charges were specifically crafted to ensure that the atomic bombings could not be construed as war crimes, this definition of terrorism guarantees that any acts committed as a state cannot be considered as acts of terror. Secondly, in the State Department's definition, the term "noncombatant" is used in preference to Harmon's "innocent". Finally, in Harmon's definition, the mere "menacing" of individuals is enough to constitute terrorism, as opposed to the actual act of violence which is requisite in the State Department's version. This inclusion purportedly exists to criminalise kidnapping but it also seems likely that the US does not wish to classify threatening behaviour as terrorism; it does, after all, consistently position itself as the most heavily armed nation in the world.
[SLIDE] These facets are all of interest, but especially so when it is considered that Larry Diamond, a Senior Fellow at Stanford, noted in a 2002 policy paper for the "Institute of Global Democracy" that "[t]he political struggle against international terrorism has many of the features of a new Cold War". 21 Furthermore, he also refers to jihadist terrorists as the "Islamic Bolsheviks" while mapping parallels between their levels of education and that of Russian revolutionaries, specifically Lenin. Unfortunately, Diamond's political stance, which rationalises terrorism within an over-simplified civilized/barbarian dichotomy is, at best, naïve, at worst, imperialistic. To brand systems as "predatory societ[ies]", whilst seeing the American "civic community" as a "culture of trust, cooperation, reciprocity, respect, restraint, tolerance and compromise" seems to demonstrate a belief that inequality and its consequential bitterness are the faults of the victims, a clearly biased US-centric stance. This metaphorical parallel between the Cold War and the Second Gulf War is one whose prevalence is growing. In early 2013, Tony Blair deployed the exact same terminology in an interview with the Guardian newspaper, likening the fight against terrorism to the Cold War.
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Furthering this Cold War comparison, and noting that while it is impossible for Underworld to have foreseen its catastrophic events, DeLillo's earlier text admirably depicts the conditions that produced September 11 th , 2001. In his post-9/11 essay, 'The Ruins of the Future', DeLillo suggested that a major contribution to these conditions must be attributed to " [t] he Bush Administration['s …] nostalgia for the Cold War", a fascination which ended "in the rubble". 22 In addition to this, DeLillo also wrote of the urgent need to abandon the "Us and Them" dichotomy, a divide that was already being dismantled in Underworld through the presentation of the state as a terrorist. This is a topic that has already been touched upon by Linda Kauffman who notes that " [t] errorism is inside us allnot just individuals, but nations", connecting this to the easy targets of "the Nazis" and post-9/11 governmental policies of "renditions, Guantanamo, Abu Gharib, and a gulag of secret prisons".
23
[SLIDE] The best example of this binary scaling between state and terrorist is found in Secondly, deriving from this, the truth of the Iraq War, in Elster's warped apologist stance is filmic: "Lying is necessary. The state has to lie. We went beyond this. We tried to create new realities overnight …. These were words that would yield pictures eventually and then become three-dimensional". 30 Thirdly, again linking from these sown seeds of reality, war is future-orientated: "A great power has to act. We were struck hard. We need to retake the future. The force of will, the sheer visceral need. We can't let others shape our world, our minds".
31
This depiction, garnered from just one conversation with Richard Elster, is a twofold wavering between 1.) a national level of warfare predicated on "great powers", "the state" locked in battles of will in order to shape the future and 2.) a more decentralized form of abstraction. This second feature becomes more clear when DeLillo's work moves on to provide information on one of Elster's academic pieces; a study of the etymology of the word "rendition". Rendition and 
33
The implications of the State structure here is that it constitutes at once an international entity of political standing but contains its own alienated sub-national others. This works bi-directionally, for this is how the United States is fictionally depicted here and it is also how the invasion of another sovereign power can be justified on the basis of terrorism. Indeed, Elster makes this explicit within his fictional article, mediating between the collective will of a power-structure nation and the sub-national, terrorist component as Toward the end of the commentary he wrote about select current meanings of the word rendition -interpretation, translation, performance. Within those walls, somewhere in seclusion, a drama is being enacted, old as human memory, he wrote, actors naked, chained, blindfolded, other actors with props of intimidation, the renderers, nameless and masked, dressed in black, an what ensues, he wrote, is a revenge play that reflects the mass will and interprets the shadowy need of an entire nation, ours.
34
As I'm coming to the end of my time, I want to draw these threads together to posit a thesis from these observations. Point Omega, Don DeLillo's shortest novel, is a text that is centred around the Iraq War. It is also, however, a multi-layered conflation of and mediation between stylistic genres. The text makes specific back-reference to the Cold War in Underworld, in which subnational notions of terrorism are placed into direct parallel with this quasi-virtualized past conflict.
Point Omega itself situates the Iraq War between State action and non-State actors, fluctuating between the massive (Underworld) and the individual (Point Omega). In short, the thesis that I want to put forward and which, undoubtedly, needs further exploration than I could manage within the time today, is that the future of conflict depicted in Point Omega could go either way. This novel can be read as a text of transition to a new mode of warfare in which the massive state is no longer 
